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I Wallace, How Young Lawyer Nixon. Bungl ed His First Case 
LA Cnewspaper3, 



IN HANOI. INC HIS FIRST LAWSUIT, A 
case that v<as heard in 1037 and went on 
until 10-10, Richard M. Nixon was repri- 
manded by a Los Angeles judge for his 
ethical behavior, and, finally was sued 
by his client for mishandling her case. 
At one point during the hearing, Judge 
Alfred I'aonessa admonished young 
attorney Nixon: *'Mr. Nixon, 1 have seri- 
ous doubts whether you have the ethical 
qualifications to practice law in the 
State of California. I am seriously think- 
ing of turning this matter over to the Bar 
Association." 

This occurred during a little known 
period of President Nixon's life when he 
was an attorney with Wingert and dew- 
ley, the oldest lasv firm in Whittier, 
Nixon’s home town. Working for this 
firm between 1937 and 1941, Nixon spe- 
cialized in probate cases, divorce cases, 
and oil lease contracts. However, in 
Nixon's very first case as a trial lawyer, 
10 days after he had been admitted to 
the California bar, he was assigned to 
represent in the Municipal Court a Los 
Angeles woman who sought recovery of 
a bad debt. 

It was in this case - Los Angeles 
Municipal Court Action No. 437600 dated 
Dec. 10. 1937, .which in, turn led to two 
subsequent actions involving Nixon in 
December, 1939, and in March, 1940 - 
that Nixon committed a grave blunder 
that damaged his own client. When Nixon 
tried to make up for it by submission of 
a questionable affidavit, he was charged 
by the bench with conduct unbefitting 
an attorney. 

The original Los Angeles Municipal 
Court Action, in which Nixon's behavior 
'•anie under severe criticism, involved 
Marie Schee, plaintiff and appellant, vs. 
Otto A. Steucr and Jenneicve Steuer, 
defendants a.nu respondents. In a civil 
brief concerning the case, it was stated 
that "a young atlorncy by the. name of 
Richard M. Nixon was occasionally em- 
ployed by the said firm of Wingcrt and 
Bewley as their outside man." It was 
Nixon, representing Mrs. Schee, whom 
he’d never met, who brought suit to re- 
cover $2,000 from her aunt and uncle, the 
Steuers, who were defended in the claim 
by attorney David Schwartz, then located 
at 210 West 7th St., Los Angelos. 
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The. key elements in Nixon’s first case 
werec Marie Schee had loaned $:t,000 to 
her relatives, the Steuers: when they 
failed to pay her back in time, she de- 
cided to sue them and hired the fiim of 
Wingert and iiewlcy to prosecute for her. 
Which firm assigned the case to its 
■ newest lawyer, Richard M. Nixon. 

Nixon discovered that the debtors, the 
Steuers, owned a piece of real estate in 
Los Angeles. To recover the money - 
actually $2, 245.29, including accumulated 
interest — Nixon foreclosed on the prop- 
, er ty and had the City Marshal, Frank L. 
Holt, put it up for sale so that the 
property would provide money to pay 
back part of the debt Nixon was trying 
to collect. 

A Bad Bid L 

There was one routine procedure for 
1 Nixon to follow, but he failed to follow 
It. According to a source close to the 
case: “Normally, Nixon- should have 
come in arid bid as little as he could. If 
the property at the Marshal’s sale could 
be acquired f&-- $500. Nixon would have 
the real estate back in his client’s hands, 
and still be free to get a dificicncy judg- 
ment for the remaining debt of $1,500. 
But even though he was the only bidder- 
there were no others there — Nixon very 
foolishly bid $2,000, the full price. This 
was absolutely unnecessary and pre- 
cluded him from getting a further de- 
ficiency judgment. Since Nixon com-, 
mitted the mistake of bidding the full 
amount, the court deemed that the prop- 
erty his client had received represented* 
full recovery of her debt. Therefore. 
Nixon was not free to file a deficiency 
judgment. It was a stupid thing to do 
legally, since his client might have had 
her property and stiil had the right to a 
second deficiency judgment on other 
properties the debtors owned or on 
money they might come into.” 

To compound his error, Nixon appar- 
ently overlooked the fact that the proper- 
ty he had purchased back for his client 
already had a first and second trust deed 
against it. When the holders of those 
trust deeds, Mr. and Mrs. C.T. Scholz, 
instituted proceedings to foreclose on 
the property, Nixon’s client was left with 
nothing. Mrs. Schec’s stepmother, Mrs. 

S. Emilio Force, then bought back the 
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infuriated by what Nixon ha,i done on 
behalf Of 1.01 daughter, Mrs Force ac- 
cording to Brief No. 13774 in the Ii, strict 
l oai t of Appeal, Second Appellate Dis- 
tnct, "believing she had been badly ad- 
vised, or worse," instituted Action No. 
•13o:35. entitled 'Complaint in Negli- 
pence in the Superior Court of Los 
A n poles County against Wingert and 
bew ley and Nixon, who handled the 
case for them. 

Richard jM, Nixon's involvement in this 
case, and in the two appeals that 
stemmed from it, resulted in the follow- 
ing: 

fh *‘ X . 0n made error in prosecuting 
the claim for his client which forfeited 
her right to obtain a deficiencyjudgment 
to recover her debt. Nixon's employer. 
Thomas W Rewley, still practicing in 
Whittier, no longer recalls Nixon's role 
m the case but does remember tne error 
m admits his "law firm made a mistake 
in the action." Associates of opposing 
ounsel, David Schwartz, who died 13 
years ago, are less generous and recall 
Nixon s handling of the case as "inept " 
i 0 make up for his blunder. Nixon pre- 
pared and submitted to the judge an 
affidavit that, according to a source close. 

,” . :, case '" was 50 patently fraudulent" 
that the judge sitting on the case was 
enraged. . 1 

As a result of his questionable affi- 
davit, Nixon was strongly reprimanded 
by the judge from the bench and threat- 
ened with the possibility of disbarment 
proceedings. According to two separate 
sources, one a prominent retired attor- 
ney now living in Beverly Hills, the other 
his one-time partner who still practices 
law m Los Angeles, they were shown a 

io£o y ,° f M h0 original court transcript in 
1959 by Nixon's opposing counsel. David 
Schwartz. In it a court reporter had set 
down the exact words that' the jurist 
Judge Alfred Paonessa. used to censure 
Nixon According to these independent 
witnesses to the trial transcript. Judge 
Paonessa said to' Richard Nixon, “Mr 
Nixon, I have serious doubts whether 
you have the ethical qualifications to 
practice law in the State of California I 
am seriously thinking of turning this 
matter over to the Bar Association." 

A New Lawyer 

Because Nixon had mishandled her 
• case and lost her judgment, Mrs. Sehee 
reinforced by her stepmother, decided 



to turn aiuuuu ana sue K, chard Nixon’ 
thioug.i his employers, Wingert and 
Bewley. lor what amounted to unauthor- 
ized aehvity on her behalf and for gross 
negligence. Mrs. Schee hired a new attor- 

357% n u e l A Knapp ' then lncatcd at 

357 South H,n St.. Los Ange. - to file 
briers pointing out Nixon's misrepre- 
sentation of her case, asking the Distn-t 
yourt of Appeal to undo the motion made 
- in the original case. 

Because of these two new appeals one 

agnmst the Steucrs. the other against 

Nixon "^r ° f ^ard 

Nixon was forced to appear in court as 

a witness and give testimony defending 

his activities. According to a brief stilL 

Ios A%‘ n , th e APPeilate Divisi °n of the 
Los Angeles Superior Court. Nixon tried 

to explain to the court how he had acted 
. her e°a U se Clie:! ‘‘ S ,n handli "« 

On Dee. 14. 1939. Nixon told the court 
p, ” L 1 bbner.iliy attend to outside 
a lei* such as sales on execution and 
mo ions on behalf of the firm of Wingert 

, , Mr. Bewley was ill at home While I 

had no particular instructions from Mr 
Bewley on the date of sale, it was part of 
my duty to atlend such sale as it was 
always my understanding that we were 

}urt^ SS " Sl,ChSalcandnot «° Gi ant any 
fuither continuances. Mrs Schee was 
not present at the time or sale and I do 
not believe I ever talked to her myself." 

CndCd by beirlg settled out 
of court. Thomas W. Bewley. Nixon's em- 
P oyer, while he does not recall Mrs 
Schee as a client, says he does remember 
her stepmother, Mrs. Force, as being a 
participant. According to Bewley “i 
remember we paid off the stepmother. 

We gave Mrs. Force $4,000 because our 
. firm had made a mistake in allowing her 
to be foreclosed." Nixon's first law case 
had netted his firm no profit, but had 
cost them $4,000 in 1940. a year when the 

iUs today W<>rth C ° nSiderably ™ore than 

A yea, after that case, Nixon gave up 

moVs raC % e temporarii >' to spend six 
months with the Office of Price Adminis- 
trati-On ln Washington D.C. Then, in 

August, 1942, he enlisted in the Navy and 
was discharged in 1946. .following that 
Nixon went into politics. But his only ' 
outside livelihood has come from prac- 
ticing law. * 

■ - Nixon has represented three law firms 
n the past. After graduating from Duke 
mversitys law school in 1937, Nixon 
tried ,0 tie up with several major New 

York law firms but was rejected. 







c 



* 













>- .V* way-Maii v.rm ;xv.iv'.i*.w.uuu\nuow 



checking all the major biographies 
• v i * > n 1 could find mention or only 
To eases he handled for his Whittier 
One was a divorce case, the other a 

,,eil case concerning an oil gas lease No 

mention has been made in any published 
source on Nixon's handling of the Schee- 
Steuer case. 



In The Chips 

After his defeat for the Presidency in 
1960 , Nixon returned to law briefly, work- 
ing for the Los Angeles firm of Adams, 

I) up ue and Ha/.oitine for eight months. 

Nixon's last stint with a law firm was 
from 1963 to 19011 when he became a full 
partner in the 103-year-old New York 
law firm of Madge, Rose, Guthrie and . 

Alexander. After Nixon joined this firm 
at a salary of between $160,000 and $200, 
000 a year, the firm expanded its Wash- 
ington, D C., office from a single lawyer 
to 11 lawyers. In five years, Nixon ap- 
peared in court only once for this firm, 
lie appeared before the Supreme Court 
in defense of a family sueing Life 
magazine, and he lost lus plea on a 6 4 
decision. 



My six weeks of research in uncovering 
Nixon's first law case was filled with 
startling discoveries and numerous 
dead ends For example, the original 
transcript of the Seller vs. Steuer case 
has disappeared The Municipal <’o'irt 
no longer possesses a full transcript, 
explaining that they hold court docu - 
ments only HI years and then they de- 
stroy them. The counsel who had op 
posed Nixonjfavid Schwartz, possessed 



a copy, and showed it to two fellow ai 
torneys in 1969 as a mailer of intere- 
because Nixon was preparing to run ft 
the Presidency. 

One of these two prominent attorney 
told me "One day in 1959, after ltmcl 
we dropped by David Schwartz's office 
Nixon was in the news, and David 
Schwartz said he had something inter 
esting to show us. lie had the tra.nscrip 
of the case where he had opposed Nix 
on, and where Nixon had been.bawlet 
out and threatened with disbarment b- 
the judge He handed it to u, I remcn. 
her it was a typewritten court reporter' 
transcript. 1 rcmcmbci it vividly. Afte 
reading how the judge accused N’ixoi 
of unethical behavior and threaten!' i 
him with disbat meiit. I was shocked, i 
never forgot it My partner, a relative of 
Schwartz, remembers it exactly as 1 do 
In I960, with Nixon running for Presi- 
dent, I was curious to see the transcript 
again Hut by then. David Schwartz had 
died His son. Merton Schwartz, had tak 
cn over the firm He could not locate 
the olrl transcript. It had disappeared or 
been destroyed after his father's death " 

Merton 1. Schwartz practices law at 
9171 Wilxhiie BHd in Beverly llills He 
recall-, the transcript, but all he re 
members clearly was Nixon's “inept 
handling o! Ho* ease ’’ He has no clear 
me: ,ty of Nixon being chastised for 
unethical br-navioi Howc-vt, Merton 
Schwaitz ai.-'. nob- to turn over to trie the 
three bro-fs dealing with Nixon's nogli 
nee Nixon'- old employers xti 1 1 exist, 
now as Bowie,. Ba'slobeti and Miller, at 
ir 7 1 1. VI S •• r ir. V.'h.t'n t liewleyv of 

:--,u| | no! se; p’v the transcript. 
Jij.'. -i i , or; oo. a i n / e' i * - u * ' ' ■ r-,iid not 
r> ",i a b.-r the c.ix .. r-l a I. ... i sur- 
prise! ; . ■ u-.ii'iul 1 1 ■ ' . ■ i or -.1 r . 1 .-! ! on I but 

N i .sol. bad r.i.sf apt- bob-re lorn 

i r\ i uK ’ n 1 1 n < • <* 
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